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WHY IS THE ‘UNCONSCIOUS ’ UNCONSCIOUS ? 

I11 

BY ERNEST JONES. 

We seem to be fairly well agreed as to the sense in which the term 
‘unconscious’ is being used in this symposium, and I need merely refer 
to Dr Rivers’s definition of the subject to  express my assent with it. 
I desire only to call further attention to the important consideration 
that a large number of the most significant mental processes designated 
as unconscious have Never been conscious; the matter is therefore much 
wider than the mere question of profound forgetting, interesting as may 
be the problems aroused by this question. 

The standpoint I wish to represent is neither a philosophical nor a 
speculative one, but the scientific one of attempting to  base conclusions 
on actual experience and investigation of the ‘relevant phenomena. 
There are many methods, e.g. hypnotism, automatic writing, etc., for 
recovering forgotten memories, for penetrating into the preconscious 
and what might be called the upper layers of the unconscious; but, so 
far as I know, the only method a t  present available for exploration of 
the unconscious proper is that of psycho-analysis, devised by Professor 
Freud of Vienna, and the conclusions here presented accord closely 
with those Freud has reached as the result of his researches by means 
of psycho-analysis. 

Strictly speaking, consideration of the nature, content and charac- 
teristics of the unconscious should precede a discussion of its source 
and the reasons for its existence, and this not only on logical grounds, 
but because the knowledge thus involved forms an indispensable basis 
for any such discussion. I cannot avoid, therefore, entering to some 
extent a t  least on these preliminary questions. 

In  the first place, an outstanding feature of all unconscious processes 
is that  the attempt to explore them and make them conscious is always 
accompanied by manifestations of active opposition on the part of the 

1 Contribution to a Symposium at a Joint Session of the British Psychological Society, 
the Aristotelian Society and the Mind Association, Juiy 6, 1918. 
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subject. Dr Rivers is no doubt alluding to this when he speaks of the 
unconscious being separated from consciousness by ‘‘ some kind of obstacle 
only to  be overcome under certain special conditions.” From the fact 
of this active opposition, which can be overcome only by the expenditure 
of a considerable amount of psychical energy, Freud infers that the 
obstacle in question is not static, but dynamic in nature, i.e. that some 
force is in operation, and he makes the further inference that the 
opposition, technically called ‘ resistance,’ which is displayed when any 
attempt is made to  render a previously unconscious process conscious 
is identical with the force, then called ‘repression,’ which is in constant 
action keeping such processes unconscious. This consideration in itself 
seems to  me to dispose of Jung’s hypothesis-if I understand Captain 
Nicoll’s exposition of it aright-namely, that the main reason for the 
existence of the unconscious is its lack of development. 

A second feature of the content of the unconscious yields an expla- 
nation of the motive power attaching to the force of repression. This is 
that unconscious mental processes are of such a nature as to be in sharp 
conflict with the tendencies and attitudes of the conscious mind. 1 fully 
agree with Dr Rivers in his repeated reference to the ‘incompatibility’ 
of the unconscious with consciousness-or, as he also puts it, of many 
aspects of instinct with intelligence-though I am not sure how far we 
are in accord as to  the nature of this incompatibility. One must, of 
course, subscribe to his description of the broad contrast between “the 
immediate and unmodifiable nature of instinct” and “ the delicate 
discrimination and adjustments of intelligence”-as also to his rough 
correlation of instincts with the unconscious and intelligence with 
consciousness; but this seems to me to  be of too general an order to 
take us further than the first step in the search for an explanation of the 
barrier separating the unconscious from consciousness. The conflict in 
question strikes one as being too poignant and severe to be accounted 
for by any mere preference on the part of consciousness for a more 
discriminating, or even a more advantageous, mode of reaction. I would 
venture to  suggest that, in the endeavour to establish a purely utili- 
tarian’ basis for the exclusion of unconscious mental processes, Dr Rivers 
has been too muah influenced by the English biological doctrines of the 
nineteenth century, which, as is now known, interpreted all vital pro- 
cesses too exclusively in terms of survival value. 

Actual experience of the phenomena concerned makes it very difficult; 
to bring more than a part of them under the head of utility values, and 

1 I use the word here in its biological, not its philosophical sonee. 
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we are obliged, in the first place ab all events, to  state them in affective 
terms. It may be stated as a general law that what in the unconscious 
has a positive affective tone, i.e. of pleasure (Lust) ,  has in consciousness 
a negative affective tone, i.e. of displeasure (Unlust);  or, as the Germans 
put it, the affective tone becomes served with a negative prefix. 1 should 
say that the most essential characteristic of repression lies in this 
affective transformation of pleasure into displeasure. The incompati- 
bility of which Dr Rivers speaks is thus seen to be of a hedonic nature, 
though, i t  is true, examination of its ultimate source may perhaps 
approximate our two points of view more closely than would appear 
from this statement. 

Further inquiry into the nature of this affective conflict shews that  
i t  is specific, not general in kind. The tendencies of the unconscious are 
such as to be incompatible with the standards of the conscious self on 
ethical, social, moral, or aesthetic grounds, rather than on grounds of 
expediency or advantage; they are such as are felt to be shameful, 
wrong, horrible, or disgusting. They are ‘tabu’ to the conscious self, 
abhorrent to its standards, and repudiated by its ideals. A typical 
example would be the impulse to murder a near relative. It would, in 
my opinion, be incorrect to ascribe the non-yielding to this common 
unconscious impulse entirely to motives of expediency, to the con- 
sideration that such conduct would, in Rivers’s phrase, be “detrimental 
to welfare”; i t  is surely due rather to the affective counter-motives of 
repugnance which inhibit the very thought itself. 

It is instructive to  correlate this contrast between the unconscious 
and conscious selves with that between the infantile and adult selves, 
for without a doubt they are genetically related to  each other. The 
conduct and impulses of the infant are in most respects impossible to  
an adult on exactly the grounds, enumerated above, on which the 
unconscious is reprehensible to  consciousness. One has only to picture 
the details of an infant’s daily life to realise the truth of this statement, 
and i t  is even more extensively true of those impulses the correct 
nature of which is constantly misinterpreted by the adult, examples 
being the sexual character of many of the sensations associated with 
excretory functions, breast-feeding, and other harmless activities. 
These infantile impulses and tendencies are suppressed and modified 
during development, in the way in which Dr Rivers describes that 
instincts are suppressed and modified for the purposes of intelligence. 
Many of the tendencies have been inhibited from the start and never 
allowed to  reach consciousness, the significance of others has been 

17-8 



Rirnilarly kept back, while still others have undergone a subsequent 
suppression and have been buried in the unconscious. Freud’s view is 
that the unconscious of the adult is constituted by these infantile 
tendencies, to  some extent reinforced by later ones. The unconscious 
is thus the infantile part of the mind, and, as Dr Rivers points out, the 
part in closest relation to the primary instincts. 

It will be seen that the conflict between the unconscious and con- 
sciousness may be paraphrased as the conflict between the animal and 
the human in man, or between the primitive and the civilised. While 
i t  is obviously true that the instincts of the unconscious, like all instincts, 
are the typical primitive, inherited part of the mind, and that the in- 
hibiting forces of repression represent, both ontogenetically and phylo- 
genetically, a later acquirement, Captain Nicoll is in error in ascribing 
to  Freud the view that the unconscious is repressed by morality acquired 
by the individual, for not only, according to  Freud, is i t  repressed by 
other influences besides moral ones, but he has shewn there is reason 
to  think that a great many, and not the least important, of the 
inhibiting forces are inherited as the result of experiences and selection 
of preceding generations. Repression (in the technical sense), i.e. 
keeping from consciousness, is simply one of the ways in which the 
civilised mind deals with its primitive, ancestral heritage, and one 
must imagine that the passing millennia leave their imprint on the 
inborn capacity to accomplish this task. 

So far, I think, we are on solid ground which can at any time be 
confirmed by any one who takes the trouble to familiarise himself with 
the experiences of psycho-analysis. When we pursue further the 
historical genesis of the mechanism of repression and the split between 
the unconscious and consciousness, the way becomes more obscure. 
No doubt Dr Rivers is right in postulating some biological and pre- 
sumably physiological archetype for the processes of suppression and 
repression, but this has yet to be discovered1. The interesting analogy 
he draws with the larval phase of butterflies and frogs, though remote, 
is suggestive, but I could wish that he had given us some examples 
taken from the non-human mammalia. 

Freud’s researches have followed 6 more purely psychological 
direction, and the conclusions he has reached are avowedly more ten- 
tative than those of his referred to  above. In  his opinion, the unconscious 
and the conscious minds are preceded by two mental systems, which he 

An attempt was made by Ortvay, “Eine biologisohe Parallele zu dem Verdriingungs- 
vorgang,” Intemd. Zeitechr. j .  4rztl. Peychoadyse, n. 26. 
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calls the primary and secondary systems respectively. Like most 
scientific men, he regards all activity on the part of a living organism 
as being fundamentally destined to restore the state of equilibrium that  
has been disturbed by some stimulus, of either internal or external 
origin, and thus to allay or to still some excitation; in the mental sphere 
Freud terms this mechanism the fulfilling of a wish, using the expression 
in a broad sense. In  the adult mind this gigantic reflex is commonly 
not recognised to be such, partly because of the enormous complexity 
of the intervening processes and partly because the difficulty of tracing 
the ultimate sources of stimulation fortifies the illusion of spontaneity. 
He pictures, now, the first mental reaction of the new-born infant as 
being quite incoordinate and undirected; the fulfilment of the wish- 
that cold or hunger should be allayed, etc.--is brought about entirely 
by the environment, the mother or nurse. The next time a similar 
stimulation occurs, a diffuse excitation is set up, which radiates in 
every direction. This reaches the memory-trace left by the previous 
experience of gratification, re-animates it, and the infant experiences 
what may be called a hallucinatory gratification of its need, in which a 
perceptual identity of the current situation with the previous one is 
brought about. Where, however, the exciting stimulus is insistent, such 
as in the case of an organic need, the hallucinatory gratification soon 
ceases to  maintain its capacity for satisfying the need and recourse 
must be had to  other methods. The diffuse excitation presses against 
the motor end of the psychical apparatus, and the infant incoordinately 
squirms and cries until the environment is moved to  replace the 
hallucinatory perception by real sensations, of repletion or what not. 

It is a t  this poilit that the activity of the second mental system sets 
in, the bitter experience of life having demonstrated the inadequacy of 
the f i r s t j u s t  as later i t  teaches the adolescent the unsatisfactoriness 
of day-dreaming (Le.  hallucinatory gratification) as a permanent method 
of gratifying desires. In  the second system the tendency of the psychical 
impulse to ‘regress,’ as it is technically called, from the memory picture 
back towards a corresponding perception is inhibited, and the accom- 
panying energy is directed towards another way of attaining the desired 
goal (the reproduction of the satisfying perception)--namely, a more or 
less complicated motor process as a result of which an alteration in the 
environment is brought about that produces a real perception instead 
of an imaginary one. 

The distinguishing mark of the second system is that there is a 
control and inhibition of the free movement of psychical energy 
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characteristic of the first system. In  the latter everything is concen- 
trated on the one feature of allowing the freest possible movement 
throughout the whole system, and the same is true of the subsequently 
developed unconscious. Thus an excitation passes with the greatest 
readiness from one idea or memory to another, no form of association 
being too narrow a bridge to  allow of the passage. The well-known 
characteristics of logical thought are entirely lacking; direct contra- 
dictions are ignored, the slightest play on words is made use of, ideas 
are grouped together that have only faint resemblances between them, 
and there results a general levelling of thought not altogether unlike 
what psychiatrists call a ‘flight of ideas.’ In  the second system, on the 
contrary, a ban is placed on this freedom of movement, and that for 
two reasons. The first reason is an economical one. As much of the 
energy as possible has to be reserved for its ultimate purpose of altering 
the environment by means of motor effort, and so dissipation of i t  has 
to  be minimised. The energy accompanying the original excitation is 
localised a t  its appropriate site while tentative efforts are made to  seek 
out the memory-traces that are most suitable for leading to the desired 
motor goal. The second reason for the inhibition in question has to  do 
with the pleasure-pain principle. If the primary stimulus, such as pain, 
is definitely disagreeable, then incoordinate motor manifestations are 
aroused until sooner or later the infant becomes withdrawn from its 
sphere of action. Here there is no subsequent tendency to  re-animate 
the painful perception ; on the contrary, there will be a tendency to get 
away from the painful memory whenever there is any chance of its 
being aroused, and to excite the memory would bring with it the danger 
of the excitation passing over, as a regression, into the perception, with 
the production of fresh pain. This turning away from the painful memory 
is the prototype of what in later life would be termed ‘psychical 
repression’; it no doubt represents the primitive movement of flight 
from danger or pain. In  the first system, therefore, anything disagreeable 
is simply ignored and cannot be incorporated in any psychical con- 
catenation; the system can do nothing except imagine the fulfilment of 
wishes. The second system, on the other hand, cannot ignore the painful 
in this way, for it has to have a t  its disposal as many memories as 
possible in order to use the knowledge of their nature in malting its 
selection of suitable paths for affecting the outer world. It can make 
use of a painful memory for this purpose only when i t  is able in some 
way to prevent the development of pain that stimulation of i t  would 
naturally cause. It does this in the same way as it prevents a dissipation 
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of energy-namely, by exerting an inhibiting and localising influence, 
in this case on a painful affect. A common analogy to  this in daily life 
is when a man brings himself deliberately to speak of a matter which 
under other circumstances, e.g. when he is unprepared or when his 
feelings are not under control, would prove extremely painful; that is 
to say, although the idea is actively conscious he can suppress the feelings 
connected with it. This affective inhibition is never quite complete, 
but if i t  fails to take place the primordial pleasure-pain principle enters 
into operation, the memory is discarded and cannot be used even by 
the second mental system. This is just what happens in the mechanism 
of psychical repression1. 

Freud considers that the two mental systems just outlined are the 
precursors of the unconscious and conscious mind of later life. The mind 
of the infant can hardly be called either unconscious or conscious, though 
probably i t  is nearer to the former. The control of the primary system 
by the secondary remains imperfect throughout life, and under a number 
of circumstances the latter-our logical, conscious thinking-falls partly 
or entirely under the influence of the older one. The most perfect 
examples of this are in insanity and dreams, less complete ones being 
psychoneurotic symptoms and the every-day slips of the tongue and 
pen, errors in memory, apparently inexplicable forgetfulnesses, and like 
tricks of the mind. In  all these cases the secondary system has fallen 
under the influence of the primary and now unconscious one, and the 
apparent failure in the mental machinery is really nothing else than the 
normal, correct functioning of a quite different mental system. Inade- 
quate control on the part of the secondary system is made possible by 
the circumstance that i t  grows far more rapidly and changes far more 
extensively than the primary one, the result of which is that the 
primitive and unalterable wishes of the latter come to stand in more and 
more flagrant contradiction with the standards of the secondary 
system, exactly as those of infancy do with the standards of later years. 
A child of two will in all innocence enjoy doing things that disgust him 
when he is a few years older; a boy of five will torture animals, hurt his 
sister’s feelings by destroying her most cherished possessions, and purloin 
the property of others, with a callousness that would be impossible to 
the same boy a few years later; a girl of six will wear skirts of a length 
that would bring a blush to the cheeks of the maiden of sixteen, and 

1 This paragraph is a modified version of some passages in Chapter xxxvr. of my 
Several other chapters in the book Puprs on Psycho-Analysis, Second Edition, 1918. 

also deal with the subject of the unconscious. 
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similar examples are matters of every-day observation. In  such situations 
i t  is no longer possible for the secondary system to restrict its activity 
to the mere finding of suitable ways to  alter the environment so as to 
bring about a gratification of the wish that can only be imaginatively 
gratified by the primary system. It is now opposed to the wish itself, 
and vetoes the gratification of it. Before the unconscious wish can 
achieve expression it has somehow to pass the barrier constructed by 
the secondary system, and i t  can do this only by first undergoing a 
number of profound modifications and restrictions. 

It will be seen that for the psycho-analytical school of psychology 
the question asked in the title of this Rymposium is met by the answer 
that the ‘unconscious ’ is unconscious because of the inhibiting pressure 
of the affective factors grouped under the name ‘repression.’ Our 
attention thus passes to the nature and genesis of the mechanism of 
repression, to which the main part of my remarks has been devoted. 
I have last to discuss the difference between the view here advanced 
concerning the nature of repression, one which may be called the 
‘hedonic’ view, and what I conceive to be Dr Rivers’s view, which I 
shall venture to  designate by the term ‘utilitarian.’ According to him, 
the unconscious is repressed because its activity would be disadvantageous 
to  an organism that requires a more discriminating and modifiable 
adjustment to  reality, i.e. because of the utility and survival value 
gained by repression; whereas I attribute its repression to  a purely 
affective conflict, to what might almost be called a question of taste, 
which may be either useful or merely stupid and even harmful. I 
certainly hold that the hedonic view is directly based on experience of 
the phenomena relating to repression, and I can adduce ample evidence 
of mental processes repressed through distaste, where the repression 
has been much more injurious than beneficial. Indeed, a good deal of 
repression of the unconscious seems to me to be blind, irrational, and 
altogether wanting in any criterion of usefulness to  the individual; this 
may be true, for instance, of the repression evinced in Dr Rivers’s case 
of claustrophobia. 

But the matter is much more complex than might appear from the 
antithesis just established. While i t  is true that the conflict between 
the unconscious and consciousness is shewn by experience always to 
proceed on hedonic lines, i t  will be remembered that, according to 
Freud’s theory, these two regions of the mind are genetically preceded 
by two simpler modes of activity, the primary and secondary mental 
systems respectively, in the inter-relation of which we can perceive 
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evidences of the operation of Dr Rivers’s utilitarian principle. In  Freud‘s 
terminology, the primary mental system, like the later unconscious, is 
dominated entirely by the hedonic ‘ pleasure-pain principle,’ while the 
secondary one is dominated by the ‘ reality-principle,’ i .e.  by the 
subordination of immediate pleasure or avoidance of pain to the exi- 
gencies of objective reality. The gain here achieved for the welfare of 
the organism is evident, so that we may say that the contrast or 
opposition between the two systems is based on the utilitarian principle, 
in exactly the way described by Dr Rivers when speaking of instinct 
and intelligence. In  the substitution of the secondary for the primary 
system the tendencies of the latter are inhibited, guided, and controlled; 
but I think it is important to distinguish this process from the mechanism 
of actual repression, where the attempt is made to obliterate the primary 
tendencies. Further, there is reason for supposing that the reality- 
principle itself is developed as an extension and elaboration of the 
original pleasure-principle-so as more surely to secure a lasting and 
satisfactory gratification of the primary hedonic tendencies, the allaying 
of the stimulus-rather than by the introduction of an altogether new 
criterion of utility. It would seem, therefore, as if we can perceive in 
the course of development the following order of events: First, the 
growth of the utilitarian reality-principle, which gradually comes to 
control and even in a large measure to supplant the more primitive 
hedonic pleasure-pain principle. Later a change in affective values, 
whereby what was originally pleasurable, and which remains so in the 
unconscious, becomes ‘ displeasurable ’ and highly distasteful to  the 
more rapidly developing conscious system, the one more in contact with 
external reality; and i t  is a t  this point that the secondary conscious 
mentality has recourse to the hedonic and non-utilitarian mechanism of 
repression, which results in the constituting of the true unconscious. 

The three contributors to  the symposium take up different positions 
in regard to  this very question. Captain Nicoll holds that the uncon- 
scious is not yet  adapted to reality, but he gives no reason why i t  should 
not be, and, from his lofty conception of its nature, one might have 
expected that i t  easily would be. Dr Rivers holds that the unconscious 
is no longer adapted to reality, though it was a t  some earlier phase of 
development, either individual or racial. In  my opinion, the unconscious 
is sometimes better adapted to reality than consciousness and sometimes 
not; the criterion is often irrelevant and never cardinal. 

I find i t  difficult to establish any points of contact with Captain 
Nicoll’s presentation of Jung’s view. He makes such elementary mistakes 
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concerning Freud’s theory-as, for instance, when he ascribes to him 
the view that all unconscious processes must a t  one time have been in 
the individual’s consciousness-that i t  is clear he has not grasped it. 
His example of unconscious symbolism-that a crab (why a yellow one?) 
can represent “a  quantity of energy which has only a collective value, 
and no individual value, in that it is a t  a primitive invertebrate level, 
as it were, and not yet adapted to human function”-contradicts all 
that I hold to be established on this important matter1, for in the 
unconscious such a highly elaborate and lately acquired conception 
certainly cannot be symboliaed by a simple concrete idea, the whole 
process of symbolism being just the reverse of this. I imagine that 
Jung’s position rests on a pseudo-philosophical and religious basis that 
is irreconcilable with any scientific view. It is characterised by a 
repudiation of the principle of determinism, together with the assump- 
tion that the spiritual qualities of man are inherent from the beginning 
as such. instead of being the product of the evolution of lowlier ones. 
The contrast between this view and Freud’s is just the same as that 
between the positions adopted by Drummond and Wallace, on the one 
hand, and Darwin and Huxley, on the other, regarding the origin of the 
mind and soul-a matter which in the scientific world was decided half 
a century ago. 

See my paper, “ The Theory of Symbolism,” in the present niimber of this Jonrnnl. 


